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TRANSPARENcY
sERBIA

Monitoring of the financing of the election campaign – summary  

The election campaign for parliamentary, presidential, provincial and local elections in March, April and May 2012 was the first campaign to be conducted after the adoption of the Law on Financing Political Activities. 

What has the new Law brought regarding the transparency of revenues and expenditures?

The most significant novelty for monitoring election campaign financing is that political parties and other election participators (coalitions, citizens’ groups) have the duty to make public larger contributions collected during the year and during the election period (more than average salary in Republic of Serbia, i.e. about 350 EUR). Even though a majority of parties does this anyways, it is quite noticeable that the amount of money collected this way is clearly insufficient to meet the significant costs of the election campaign. For example, the sum that all the parties collected in total (the sum reported on parties’ web - pages) this way cannot be sufficient to meet the costs of advertising on billboards only. DS and LSV (coalition “for better life”) reported the highest contributions, then LDP and G17Plus, followed by SRS, DSS and SPS; JS and PSS collected several million RSD (more than 20.000 EUR) as well. Taking into account the scope of their campaign, the amount of reported contributions that are higher than the average salary is surprisingly small for SNS.  
There is also a legal duty to make the financial report public on party websites (both annual and election campaign). Regarding annual reports, that were submitted by April 17th, and had to be published on the party website until April 25th 2012, some parliamentary parties have not yet fulfilled the duty of making these reports public (SPS, PUPS, SPO, NS, SDU). 

It is mostly known how much money the election participators could have received from the budget while the campaign was still underway. This is around 9 million Dinars for each electoral list on parliamentary elections, over 38 million Dinars for each presidential candidate (i.e. party or coalition that nominated the candidate), over 2 million Dinars for parties that had candidates for deputies on the entire territory of Vojvodina for the provincial elections and around 3 million Dinars for parties that had lists at all local elections. The last figure should be taken with caution, because cities and municipalities mostly did not calculate the funds that had to be allocated for campaign financing properly, so it is not certain how much money was actually paid. In other words, the parties that took part in all elections could count on less than half a million Euros from the budget during the course of the campaign. 

On the other hand, the data on other aspects of fund raising (i.e. loans for campaign financing), as well as the planned costs of the campaign, are not known (except through the not binding statements of politicians or mutual accusations of political opponents). 

What do the preliminary and partial results of the monitoring show?

The data collected up to now show that this campaign was significantly more expensive that previous ones. This is in a certain extent expected due to the fact that there were many election processes taking place at the same time and due to fact that a lot of prices have increased in recent years (e.g. gasoline). The great increase in comparison to the previous election processes are due to primarily the advertising on television. The price of advertising on larger TV stations without discounts (that can be big, especially for private sector broadcasters) in the first round of elections was more than 34 million Euros. Even if the discount would be 50%, the entire amount of the money from the budget allocated for campaign financing (including the amount parties received after the elections) would be hardly enough to cover this type of advertising. From the media we found out another disturbing fact – almost every television answering to our request up to now had outstanding debts from political parties from previous election processes! A big question remains: will the people, after these elections and the submitting of financial reports, have the comprehensive picture of the revenues and expenditures of the campaign, if it is well known that the payment of these costs up to now was delayed for years? Of course, the unpaid debts for campaigning can also be another means of pressure on political structures on the media, or even a trade of the influence in the further distribution of public funds to the media. 

Advertising costs in newspapers also is not insignificant – in the first round of elections they were higher than 1.3 million Euros. This also goes for billboards, where, according to assessments based on sample that include close to half of the available billboards, the cost of that campaign up to now, in Belgrade only was higher than 1.3 million Euros. In Novi Sad, based on 20% sample we estimate 300 thousand Euros expenditure for that purpose. These costs are already significantly higher than in the previous election campaigns. 

Comparison of available revenues and expenditures

Even though there will be a lot more to say regarding these issues when the reports on campaign financing are available and when other data of our monitoring is collected and analyzed, the conclusion that arises is that except for the funds known to the public, the election participators must have had other sources of financing. The options that Law would allow or at least tolerate are:

· A large number of small contributions, for which there is no duty to be made public (contributions from one person that are less than the average salary in the Republic). This is possible, but not very probable, judging on the basis of information published by some parties (e.g. G17 plus published also smaller donations – while the number of contributors is high the overall amount is not significant) 

· Using funds that were raised in the previous years for financing of parties’ regular work. Judging from the annual reports of political parties, the possibilities for something like this are for most parties very limited, of course, if the annual financial reports of parties are truthful. Besides that, part of the money raised for regular party financing cannot be used for campaign financing because it was received from the budget for another purpose.

· Using bank loans as the basic means of campaign financing. This option is provided in the law and some parties announced they would be using it. However, it is good to bear in mind, that a loan can only initially be a means of campaign financing – these costs must be returned once and the important question is from which sources will the loans be paid and when.

· Creating financial commitments during the campaign whilst hoping that the party will be successful in the elections and based on these ground receive significant funds from the budget. Many participators of the elections probably counted on enormously increased budget subsidies from which they would cover the campaign costs. However, regardless of the quality of pre-election polls and personal optimism of parties and candidates, obviously it was a very risky calculation, especially for parties that are close to the threshold (post-election budget subsidies are aimed for successful parties only). When election prognosis is not met, parties have problems. If the party does not have representatives in the Parliament, then the problem is mostly their own, not the problem of society. On the contrary, when party has the possibility to participate in the work of legislative or executive branch of government at any level, it is a problem of the entire society, and it creates the need for the money to be found elsewhere. That could be easily misuse of public resources or trading of political influence. At least, it can cause a situation where the parties use the money they received for regular work from the budget for illegitimate purpose, to cover costs of the previous election campaign. 

Disputable use of public resources in the campaign and other disputable situations 

During the election campaign there were several types of disputable use of public resources for election campaign purposes. It is noticeable that public officials mainly managed to abide to the rules of the Law on the Anti-Corruption Agency, according to which they have to indicate the capacity in which they are speaking or acting (i.e. party or state). However, it is obvious that there was a huge increase of promotional activities of public officials (i.e. in comparison with the same period last year) that cannot be reasonably explained in other way but with the desire to draw media attention outside the advertisement slots. In some cases they went as far as conducting these activities during election silence (i.e. announcing information on important arrests by the Minister of Internal Affairs and a presidential candidate and not by some other Police or Ministry officer, presentation of a model for the future airport in Novi Sad by the Prime Minister of Vojvodina Province and holder of the party list in the provincial elections).

The other type of disputable situation are activities of various other public institutions that included (only) one presidential candidate (Boris Tadić), that currently does not hold public office (i.e. opening of part of the round road around Belgrade, visiting the suburb “Stepa Stepanović“ contract signing, which was built partly from budget funds), which makes it difficult to interpret these activities other than as direct support of public institutions and their heads (ministers, presidents of municipalities, directors of public enterprises) to the campaign of one of the candidates at the elections. 

During the election campaign some public institutions, mostly local self-governments and public enterprises, were present in printed media through paid PR texts and special news insertations. Such advertisement took place also, but in lesser extent on TV stations. Bearing in mind that these texts (paid by tax payers money) praised the work of the current authorities, often with photos and statements of candidates in the elections, this was obviously using of public resources for the needs of election campaigning. Besides this, during the election campaign the amounts allocated for popular activities – i.e. concerts financed from the city budget and organizing other events that provide promotion of campaign participators or creating good impressions with the voters, were increased.

Finally, some lists used in their campaigns, through paid advertising, information on contracts and deals the state concluded with certain known companies (especially URS and the coalition headed by DS). Due to the fact that it wasn't announced in public that the mentioned companies challenged this kind of advertising, this can be interpreted as indirect support of these companies to the campaigns of certain candidates (non-monetary contribution to their campaigns).

Some suspicions exist, however, there still is not enough strong evidence of misuse of public resources in other ways – i.e. through increasing staff of state administration, providing various types of assistance for employment or social purposes, engaging staff of public enterprises and other state institutions in the campaign. 

In addition to the issue of use/misuse of public resources, the largest problem regarding the conduct of the elections themselves are cases of vote buying, of which some have been documented (i.e. video clip from one Novi Sad suburb, published on YouTube). According to information TS received, several political parties were involved in vote buying, amongst which we have both the ruling and opposition parties (we are not stating the names of the parties because we do not have evidence in form of signed statement of bribed persons), the target of vote buying was mostly the poor Roma community, the price was allegedly between 10 and 20 Euros, however there is no evidence for all this because the people who took part in this mostly do not want to testify to these allegations. Vote buying and selling is not just a serious problem for the democracy and regularity of the election process, it is also a criminal offence that is sanctioned with up to three years of imprisonment. This is why it is necessary for the police and prosecutors, but also the REC and the Anti-Corruption Agency to invite the persons who have information on this to report them, provide protection for them within the scope of their competence, and to investigate each of these cases and then initiate criminal proceedings. Of course, “vote buying” is not a cost that can be legally shown in the financial reports, so it is interesting also from the point of view of the application of the Law on Financing Political Activities.  

Other disturbing issues are the collecting of the so-called certain votes, disturbing citizens with text messages and calls, even during the election silence, as well as checking whether the so-called “certain votes” showed up at the polling stations. All this, even when the law is not violated openly, seriously undermines the secrecy of voting, one of the assumptions of the democratic election process. 

Finally, certain problematic situations were noticed and other possible violations of the law – advertising on billboards that were not enrolled in the approved plan for such advertising, putting up posters in forbidden places and similar.

About the activities of state institutions up to now  

Many state institutions have a significant role in enforcing the Law. Regarding the Ministry of Finance, according to data that we received from them, the election bonds have been collected and the first part of the money for the election campaigns have been disbursed. Also, the Government provided money from the budget reserve for conducting presidential elections, financing of the presidential campaign and control of campaign financing. It is apparent from the Decision for using budget reserves, with which the Government eliminated its own failure to plan expenditures from the 2012 budget that the money was transferred form the budget line originaly intended for paying interest rates to domestic creditors. However, it is not clear how these savings occurred, that is, were these expenditures initially not planned properly or did significant changes happen on the financial market during first months of 2012, thus enabling such savings. Regarding the funds for controlling the election process, from the Decision it is obvious that they were allocated in accordance with a request from the Agency but they are still below the amount laid down by law for the control of several election processes. From the explanation it is not clear enough whether the Agency will conduct control of reports of all election processes (i.e. local elections in all cities and municipalities). The Ministry still hasn't submitted to Transparency Serbia data on the deposited election bonds. Also, the Ministry has not provided an opinion for questions regarding the enforcement of several provisions of the Law on Financing Political Activities that TS sent in February 2012.

Concerning the bodies for financing lower levels of authority, as we showed in earlier occasion, funds for campaign financing, except for two exceptions were not determined in accordance with the Law. This provides the possibility of arbitrary determining of costs and creating illegal costs for the budget or damaging campaign participators.  

The Anti-Corruption Agency did not announce results of its monitoring of the election campaign costs (which it does not have the duty to do), and representatives of the Agency on press conference stressed their impression that the campaign was “cheaper and more decent”, which could be true in regards to some types of costs (i.e. rallies) however certainly not for all of them. The Agency representatives stressed several times in public that all revenues and expenditure that participators indicated in their reports on campaign financing will be thoroughly examined and compared with results of the conducted monitoring. The Agency posted partial data on which parties submitted their annual financial reports for 2011 before the deadline, although it is said that all larger parties have submitted the reports. These reports haven't been posted on the website of the Agency (the deadline is not laid down in the Law), and as we heard, it is due to technical problems concerning the exclusion of personal data from some parts of the reports. During the campaign the Agency did not initiate misdemeanor proceedings for violation of the Law. The Agency did use its authorization three times to collect information from campaign participators regarding certain costs (R. Giuliani's visit SNS, B. Tadić's visit to the fair in Hanover and the visit of the Minister and presidential candidate Z. Stanković to Denmark). On the website of the Agency there haven’t been any new opinions regarding the application of certain provisions of the Law that could be disputable, nor that TS received an answer to the official letter sent in February 2012 concerning this matter. 

The Republic Electoral Commission, through its acts, influenced the reduction of costs for conducting elections abroad. However, the fact that the costs were high, still remains, primarily because of compensations for members of polling boards paid from the budget, even in situations when a party that was represented by more than one member at the same polling station in the “core” staff of polling board. This can be considered an unreasonable cost, especially in a situation when tax payers already allocate huge sums of money for financing parties and campaign from the budget. In this sense, it is necessary to amend the law, in order for these costs to be lower in the future.

The Republic Broadcasting Agency did not address in detail the issues concerning election campaign financing. It’s Rules published for the purpose of campaign, and mandatory for broadcasters, contributed to the reduction of the scope of the so-called “paid air time” on television and radio stations, and by doing so indirectly probably contributed to the reduction of the entire cost of the campaign. There is also a duty in Rules for broadcasters to provide advertising space under “equal technical and financial conditions”, however the compliance to this obligation is tracked only based on complaints, which does not make sense, because the stakeholders cannot find out how much their opponents paid for the same service (at least cannot find it out before election campaign finance reports are published). Regarding the previous election processes, there has been progress that is reflected in the fact that the RBA began publishing during the campaign data on the total time certain election participators bought from broadcasters. Also, thanks to the RBA Rules other persons were prevented to advertise anything related to the election campaign, whereas Law on financing of political activities did not prevent it. For now, there is no information on possible proceedings, initiated by RBA for violation of other provisions of the Rules (i.e. the presentation of election participators in entertainment programs, which is explicitly forbidden. 

Other aspects of activities of election participators and the anti-corruption issue

It was apparent that many political entities that ran in these elections did not have joint coalition websites (i.e. the coalition “Let's get Serbia moving”, the SPS/PUPS/JS coalition), or that there was no data on financing of campaign on those websites (coalition “For a better life”, Turnover (Preokret), URS) but rather provided this data on their individual parties' websites. The financial data cannot be found on web for the citizen's group Dveri either. This all could be significant in the context of the duty for all “political entities”, as defined in Law (and for elections this is a coalition, not an individual party) to publish data on larger contributions. 

The issue of pre-electoral platforms of parties and coalitions and the manner in which corruption is treated in the platforms deserves a more in depth discussion, and nevertheless, one could conclude the following: the coalition For a better life and Turnover published election platforms of their coalitions that include many ideas of good quality for fighting corruption, however some of them need to be elaborated. The URS coalition also published some useful ideas in its program documents regarding this topic, however not the complete platform. The Let's get Serbia moving coalition did not publish any joint pre-election platform, whilst on the website of SNS there are several documents that include some good ideas for fighting corruption, that need to more precise and at the same time need to be further elaborated. The SPS-PUPS-JS coalition did not publish a joint pre-election platform, even though corruption is treated as a “standing” issue in party platforms, which can provide some indications of their future activities. The DSS platform was devoted to other issues, of which only some indirectly affect the fight against corruption. It is good to notice that many useful ideas for fighting corruption could be found in some parties that did not make it into the Parliament, especially SRS. 

In general, the fight against corruption was not the main issue of this pre-election campaign. Regardless of this fact, it is expected that fighting anti-corruption will be included amongst the priorities of the future Government. However, whoever forms the Government, it cannot be said with certainty what the fight against corruption will consist of and what the quality of such a fight will be. 
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